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1 . Introduction 
Vermeer is said to be a painter whose works show the highest level of 
intellectual consideration of art theory or optical science, but he never wrote 
a critique or theory of either his own works or of art in general (1). Since 
the 15th century, it seems to have been a Northern tradition to epitomize 
theoretical assertions by purely pictorial means, while this had been done in 
a literary form in Italy (2). For example, through careful interpretations of 
"The Arnolfini Portrait" (1433, The National Gallery, London) by Jan van 
Eyck, we can point out reflective and self-conscious means depicted in the 
painting. Specially, the famous mirror is a mute but eloquent device that 
duplicates the semiotic, representational and material functions of the 
painting. If we agree with the traditional interpretation of the painting, that it 
is a kind of wedding certification (3), the mirror functions as a semiotic 
carrier, because it consists of transparent glass and a cross-shaped window 
reflection, which reminds us of the iconography of the original Christian 
marriage: Christ and the Virgin Mary (4). It functions also as a 
representational record for the wedding (5). But it wil not let us forget the 
materiality of the mirror itself because, on account of its curved surface, it 
shows a distorted image of the chamber. As for the painting, even if it offers 
a verisimilitude image, it is not a transparent, but an intentionally tinged 
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medium. The mirror shares these functions with the painting itself. In other 
words, the mirror functions as a metaphor of the painting. 
The 1th century Northern artists surely inherited the above-mentioned 
tradition. We can count the works in which a mirror functions in similar 
ways around Vermeer in Delft. For example, Pieter Claeszoon puts a 
remarkable mirror image in his stil life "Vanitas" (ca. 1630, Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg), which shows in the reflection the painter 
himself working in his atelier (6). It serves to show the invisible, which is 
the creator of these verisimilitudes, the creator of the world in the painting. 
"Young Woman Standing in Front of a Mirror" (ca. 1670, Alte Pinakothek, 
Munich) by Frans van Mieris the Elder also shows reflective imagery (7). 
The mirror shows a Mona-Lisa-like figure, which is not the woman's actual 
appearance but her desirable one. The self-image in the mirror reflection of 
"The Drum" (ca. 1655, Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection, Madrid) by Nicholas 
Maes (8), in this case, functions as a witness of this scene; the mother 
disciplines her boy, which is a kind of duty and sacrament. Pieter de Hooch's 
charming interior scene "A Woman and a Child with a Parrot" (1673, present 
location unknown) shows a tricky mirror image on the back wall (9). It 
shows that the painting is similar to the mirror because both carry an image 
and both are pieces of interior furnishing. 
But Vermeer's mirrors are outstanding among al of these, because they 
create a new tradition apart from that of Jan van Eyck. A drastic change 
occurred with Vermeer's mirror. Indeed, he seems to reflect the function of 
painting by using the metaphor of a mirror, but his mirror hardly exhibits 
the above-mentioned functional representation. The purpose of this short 
paper is to survey how this new tradition was created among Vermeer's 
paintings. As is widely known, Vermeer left only about thirty-five pieces of 
work. Of these, only five of them contain the painted mirror within their 
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pictorial world. In this connection, I believe that a cartouche on the famous 
map of "The Art of Painting" (ca. 1665, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Wienna) 
might have similar functions. But I will discuss herewith only the five 
paintings one by one and will do with the cartouche further in another article 
(lo). 
2 . A mirror reflects nothing - the mirror in "A Maid Asleep" 
Among the extant works of Vermeer, the first depicted mirror appears 
on the wall of the rear room in "A Maid Asleep" (ca. 1656~57, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art). The mirror can be identified by its location 
above the console table and near the closed window. The mirror and window 
are located on the wall of the rear room, while in the front room there are a 
painting and a map on the wall. There is a clear contrast between the front 
half of this painting, which contains a lot of detail, and the back half, which is 
A Maid Asleep 
ca. 1656~57 
87.6 x 76.5 cm 
The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York, 
Bequest of Benjamin Altman, 
1913 
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more simple and orderly. Vertical and horizontal lines in the painting 
emphasize this contrast. Letting our sight move amongst these items, we 
come to question whether the iconographic content of this painting might be 
her drunkenness, shown by the empty wine glass. Or maybe it is her sense 
of loneliness, indicated by an empty chair. Or maybe the laziness of a 
slovenly woman as can be found in Maes's "The Lazy Servant" (1655, The 
National Gallery, London) (12). The woman's posture, however, may give us 
a sense of melancholy or depression, which may contradict the above-
mentioned iconographic contents. 
While our eyes continue to wander in the painting, they wil be drawn 
towards the triangular sides of the loosely-folded carpet into its depths. 
When our sight follows the direction of the longer side, it will reach the rear 
wall, on which the mirror reflects nothing. When it slips onto the shorter side 
to the left, along the hem of the loose collar and the contour of the woman's 
left cheek, it will encounter the mask that is depicted on the hung painting. 
According to Wheelock, this motif is a part of an emblem image of "Love 
needs sincerity (Love Requyres Sinceritie)" from the Amorum Emblemata 
by Otto van Veen (13). Only the symbol of dishonesty, that is the mask, is 
seen clearly and seems to be separated from its whole context. Dishonesty as 
well as the empty chair might be the reason for her melancholic posture, but 
she is looking at neither of these at this moment, because she is sleeping. 
X-ray examination (14) has disclosed that the painter's original idea was 
of a trite love story, showing a man in the doorway of the rear room and a 
dog in front of the door. But the painter changed his plan and removed the 
man and dog. He replaced them with a mirror. What was the reason for this 
change? A mirror which reflects nothing in front of no one might be a 
metaphor for a painting that has no meaning if no one looks at it. The half-
seen wall-map and the closed window would support this interpretation. It 
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seems that another story about mirrors and paintings caused the change in 
his pain ting plan. 
It is well known that Vermeer started his career as a historical painter, 
a genre that had been highly regarded amongst traditional art theories when 
this 21 year-old painter entered the St. Luke guild in 1653. He had to change 
his subject from historical paintings to contemporary genre paintings, 
because there were no sufficient art markets which could support his desire 
to pursue historical paintings (15). "A Maid Asleep" was one of his first 
paintings in this new contemporary genre. In this painting, he seems to have 
challenged the representation of rational space, which was not yet clear in 
his preceding religious painting, "Christ in the House of Mary and Martha" 
(ca.1655, The National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh), which was without 
great success. He challenged the so-called peeping construction, wherein a 
space or a room was seen through an open door. It was an effective device to 
lessen distortion in the representation of spatial depth. Although such a 
device had already appeared among the Flemish panel paintings and book 
illuminations in the 15th century, it became very popular and one of the 
important elements in the genre of interior paintings amongst the 1th 
century Dutch painters, including Maes from Rembrandt's school and Pieter 
de Hooch, who were temporarily active in Delft. The alteration from the 
under-drawing might disclose the painter's struggle to improve his depiction 
of a love story as well as his perception of space. The mirror reflecting 
nothing can be interpreted as an image of his struggle for a painting to be 
viewed by its viewers. 
The concept that a painting cannot exist without a beholder was imaged 
as the backside of the canvas in the 1th century. Paintings that were being 
made in an atelier or were being transported to a market had not yet 
become a complete painting, because they had not yet been viewed. Van 
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Hoogstraten, who loved to depict such a concept and enjoyed optical play, 
had trained with Fabritius, who was killed by an explosion in Delft in 1654, at 
Rembrandt's atelier (16). Vermeer seems to have shared the optical 
concerns and a playful mind with Van Hoogstraten and Fabritius. Although 
Vermeer did not express his issues in literal form, Van Hoogstraten 
expressed his concern about the relationship between paintings and mirrors 
not only through purely pictorial means, but also in writing (17). 
The mirror—without a beholder, reflecting nothing—certainly offered a 
converting point in the tradition of depicted interior mirrors since Jan van 
Eyck's Arnolfini Portrait. We can follow the genealogy later to Wijbrandt 
Hendricks and others. In these paintings, persons who are not only sleeping 
but also involved in household matters are not paying attention to the mirror. 
This subject corresponds with and echoes "Christ in the House of Mary and 
Martha", the subject of Vermeer's earlier religious painting. Martha, who is 
holding a basket of bread, symbolizes the duty of household or the virtue of 
moderation. But Christ is pointing to Mary, who is crouching and looking at 
Him (18). The subjects show the contrast between housekeeping and 
reading, or between housekeeping and looking at a picture or a mirror, which 
is seen widely among the Dutch genre paintings. These paintings could 
therefore be interpreted as variations of the same concept. The relationship 
between a housekeeper and a mirror would become a further subject for 
Vermeer. 
3. A mirror not looked at -the mirror in "A Milk Maid" 
A mirror, which is not looked at by a housekeeper attending to her 
duties, is seen in "A Milk Maid" (ca. 1657~58, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam) 
(19). In this case, however, it is dificult to decide whether it is a mirror or a 
painting because the surface of the mirror is not seen, but only its sturdy 
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A Milk Maid 
ca. 1657~58 
45.5 x 41 cm 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 
black frame, emphasizing the verticality of the transecting wall. Be it a 
mirror, a painting or another item, it must be the carrier of an image. For 
the present, I will continue to suppose it to be a mirror. 
When she finishes pouring milk into the pot, the maid will begin other 
tasks. She might cut a loaf of bread on the table or she might take bread out 
of the basket on the wall. Then, she may look at herself in the mirror with 
the bread in the basket, which would be a similar composition to that of this 
painting. At that moment, she would be stimulated by the unique image of 
herself, which is now sanctified by particles of light just as in the painting 
itself. It seems that Vermeer was trying to create paintings that depicted 
household tasks and also showed the possibility of the paintings to activate 
the mind of housekeepers through their looking at them. He accentuated this 
aim through changing his initial idea, which was of a normal household 
theme, into a theme of the specific message that a mirror can be viewed 
during household work. A part of a laundry basket, which is revealed clearly 
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by radiography, can also be seen partially by the naked eye (20). Vermeer 
depicted a foot warmer in place of the basket in order to show another 
possible standing point for the woman. If the basket remained, it could 
indicate her next task and her diligence would be honored as a virtue, but 
the foot warmer signifies a rest for her to see a reflective world. Just as a 
mirror can function as a painting, Vermeer seems to manifest his ideal for 
paintings, as things which can be seen even during household work and 
activate the mind of his viewers. 
4. A mirror inviting a possible viewer to look at it 
— the mirror in "A Woman holding a Balance" 
As in "A Milk Maid," the mirror in "A Woman holding a Balance" 
(ca.1664, The National Gallery of Art, Washington) (21) is hung vertically to 
the picture plane, so its surface can barely be seen. In this case, however, a 
light reflection on the vertical frame stresses the fact that it is a mirror. This 
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A Woman holding a Balance 
ca. 1663~64 
40.3 x 35.6 cm 
The National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., 
Widener Collection 
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type of mirror can also be found in "A Woman with a Pearl Necklace," which 
will be discussed in the next section. In both cases, there are jewelry and 
cosmetic items on the console table below the mirror. The mirror is a 
traditional dressing mirror, which represents the concept of "Vanitas." 
However, these moderate and dignified impressions, which are utterly 
different from those of "A Woman at her Toilet, with an Officer" (ca. 1665, 
Wellington Museum, Apsley House, London) by Pieter de Hooch (22), make 
us doubt the V anitas symbolism in Vermeer's painting. Some scholars tend to 
interpret this as a symbol of self-reflection, which is another traditional 
symbolism of a mirror. In Hooch's another painting "Bed Room" (1658~60, 
The National Gallery of Art, Washington) (23), a vase with a flower is 
placed on a similar console table below a wall-mirror. Such a wall-mirror is 
not only used for cosmetic purposes, but also has other uses and it is not 
looked at very closely, but at some distance. Therefore, it should reflect a 
broader space than a hand mirror does. 
The complicated system of light reflections seems to be based on this 
relation between the beholder and the mirror. As mentioned above, a light 
reflection on the vertical frame stresses the fact that it is a mirror. The light 
comes from another reflection on the woman's midr直 whichis in turn 
illuminated by natural light from the high window. On the other hand, the 
light reflected from the mirror illuminates the painting hung on the back wall 
(hereafter, indicated as an "inner painting") to make a rather wide circle of 
reflection. We know that this light certainly hits the inner painting because 
reflected sunrays light its frames. These complicated light relations also 
strategically indicate sight relations. When light illuminates something, it is 
possible for it to be seen. It means that the inner painting is reflected and 
seen in the mirror. 
Here, St. Michael in the inner painting of "The Last Judgment" hides 
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himself behind the woman. Indeed, I would never deny the Vanitas lesson 
(24) in this composition, but it also contains a meaningful play of reflection. 
Should the women turn up her face and look at the surface of the mirror, she 
would see a strange image of herself, which would tempt her to gaze at the 
image for a longer time. In the mirror image, she might juxtapose herself to 
St. Michael in the painting, which would serve as an incentive for her, just as 
the painting shows a unique moment in which she is overlapping the St. 
Michael of the inner painting. The mirror, which shows a unique image 
perceived only by seeing it, is also a mirror that invites the viewer to see. 
5. A mirror being looked at 
- the mirror in "A Woman with a Pearl Necklace" 
A Woman with a Pearl Necklace 
ca. 1664 
51.2 x 45.1 cm 
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Gemaldegalerie 
Although the mirror in "A Woman with a Pearl Necklace" (ca. 1664, 
Gemaldegalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin) (25) is hung over a dressing 
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table like in "A Woman holding a Balance," the system of light reflections is 
far simpler. Initialy, according to the under-drawings seen by X-ray, the 
painter had intended to depict a map on the wall, to emphasize the three-
dimensional cubic effect of the room by stressing the floor grids, and to 
scatter highlights over the surfaces, but he quit them al in the final version 
(26). From the window grids, we could expect more complicated shadows on 
the wall, but he never let them cast such shadows. In the end, Vermeer 
made his beholders pay attention to the woman's action of looking at the 
mirror. She is now looking at the mirror from some distance, because, it 
seems, she is finishing her act of dressing. The scattered cosmetic items 
indicate that she has been making up, and now is the time to decide the best 
position for her necklace. She will adjust the shape of her ribbon, comparing 
herself with the model of her mirror reflection. Which is the prior image, the 
one in the mirror or the one of her? That is, does the mirror duplicate the 
actual image or does she imitate or duplicate the mirror image? This is a 
very difficult question to answer. Anyway, after correspondence with the 
mirror images, she will at last decide her most satisfying shape. The relation 
between a model and a painter duplicates the relation between a mirror and 
a beholder. It is also similar to the relation between a painting and a 
beholder, who continues to look for a satisfying meaning for himself/herself 
amongst the layers of meaning in a painting. The mirror being looked at 
conveys the mutual relations between seeing and being seen. 
Indeed a mirror is a metaphor for realism in the sense that it duplicates 
a part of the actual world as it is, but there is also the traditional idea which 
holds that it shows a future desirable image. For instance, again, Frans van 
Mieris depicted a young woman in front of a dressing mirror, in which an 
Italian portrait-like image is reflected with a hint of cynicism. By indicating 
this paradigm, Vermeer questioned not the tricky images of the mirror, but 
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one of the fundamental functions of a painting. The mirror will continue to 
show different images one by one, in contrast to her intention of keeping hold 
of only one ideal image. Just like in the Narcissus story, the image, ideal or 
desirable, will continue to escape the beholder. 
6 . A dishonest mirror -the mirror in "The Music Lesson" 
As mentioned above, a mirror is traditionally not only a metaphor for 
realism, but also a metaphor for dishonesty. In the case of "The Music 
Lesson" (ca. 1662~64, The Royal Collection, Buckingham Palace) (27), the 
mirror shows its ful surface with a reflected image. Because we can notice 
the feet of the painter's easel in the mirror, this mirror image informs us that 
this illusionistic image, a secret meeting of a music teacher and his pupil, is 
not an actual mirror image of the real world but an image created by a 
painter. The mirror betrays the beholder, who believes that it is a real, 
through revealing the painter, who should be invisible in an illusionistic 
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ca. 1662~1664 
74 X64.5 cm 
The Royal Collection, 
Buckingham Palace, London 
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world. Of course, it is a long tradition that the face of a painter attends the 
painted world, showing his ful face in a mirror or on a brilliant surface, but 
here there is no face of the painter. While other painters show the pride of 
their creator through the reflected self-image, Vermeer seems to use his 
reflection to reveal that the painting is dishonest and a fiction. 
The dishonesty is not only in the subject content of the painting, but also 
in its composition. For instance, within the painting, the grid pattern of the 
floor gives a rather sharp depth to the room. But the furnishings and the 
instruments in the right half of the painting, concealing the floor pattern, 
make the depth of the right side shallower than that of the left half of the 
room. As Wheelock pointed out(28), the curve of the man's arm corresponds 
to the curve of the vase on the table, which also makes the interval between 
the man and the vase smaller. In this painting we feel betrayed by such a 
strange contradiction in spatial expression. However, this very contradiction 
invites us to look carefully and to inquire into which illusion is true. Vermeer 
indicates that realist painting does not duplicate the real world as it is, 
instead betraying its inner geometry or perspective. It is parallel to the 
mirror, which exists under the intentions or limitations of the beholder. 
Among Vermeer's paintings, there are only two which show the ful 
surface of a mirror that is not looked at by anyone in the painting. One is the 
mirror of "A Maid Asleep." Strictly speaking, however, nobody can see the 
surface of a mirror without reflections. When someone looks at it, it shall 
have some image. The mirror of "The Lesson of Music" indicates the cause 
or the root of the image in a mirror reflection. The mirror would not reflect 
any image if no one were to look at it. But the mirror of this painting 
indicates that the mirror can have an image without being looked at. Who 
looks at it, then? We can notice such mirrors in "A Woman Reading with a 
Maid Sweeping" (Stadel Institute, Frankfurt) by Pieter J ansenson-Elinga 
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(29) or in "A Woman Peeling Apples with a Small Child" (ca. 1663, Wallace 
Collection, London) by Pieter de Hooch (30). These mirrors reflect images 
that do not have a central composition. The frames of a mirror cut of a part 
of the actual world and offer an astonishing design like one in an abstract 
painting. Similar non-figurative designs can also be seen within the frames of 
coats-of-arms hung on the pillars of church interiors in contemporary 
architectural paintings (31). It would be a challenging notion that the 1th 
century Dutch paintings would have developed the sensitivities for abstract 
image similar to those which emerged during the 19th century, the age of the 
revival of Dutch painting and the cradle of the 20th century abstract painting. 
In relation to the idea that the frame makes the image, the above mentioned 
painting by Pieter de Hooch, "A Woman and a Child with a Parrot" is also 
remarkable. The wall of this room was divided by many frames. Another 
woman and a child in the corner indicate the fluent relations between mirror 
and painting. On its right side, there are antique frames, coats-of-arms and 
ornamental traceries. A Rembrand-like portrait painting is hung, and a relief 
with a classic subject is seen over the doorway, which shows scenery like a 
piece of painting. If maps and windows were added here, the main media 
items of the 1th century would al be included. The relations between the 
items with frames are rather fluent. 
7. Conclusion 
As I discussed above, Vermeer seems to have continued meta-art 
historical questioning: what is and should be a painting? It should have the 
power to invite the beholder to look at it even during household work, in 
order to activate the beholder's mind. This is the kind of painting that he 
attempted. He has shown these ideas through the use of painted mirrors. 
Namely, his paintings show us the possibility to look at the world in different 
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ways. 
* This article was read at the XVI International Congress of Aesthetics, which 
was held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 18 to 23 July, 2004, and arranged for its 
proceedings. Regrettably, however, they have never appeared because of 
bankruptcy of the committee. Therefore, the author contributes it to this 
bulletin instead. 
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